Drawing upon the literature on experiential learning, learning communities, and the scholarship of civic engagement, this paper assesses the outcomes of the Washington D.C. Summer Study Program developed by the College of St Benedict and St. John's University. We are especially interested in examining the extent to which students who undertake this two month, eight credit internship learning community experience engage with politics and political life. Do students learn more about the US political system, its operation and opportunities? Are they more enthusiastic about public policy and politics? Do they increase their level of trust in government or their feelings of efficacy? In addition to these questions, we examine what the students' experiences mean for them in terms of the integration of past and future course material, and how students use these experiences to examine their career goals, to develop their own career path, and to learn to live and work independently and responsibly in an urban setting. Data gathered from a survey of the program's interns is compared with an initial survey of 200 students who have not yet undertaken internships either inside or outside a learning community model, as well as data from interviews with students, site supervisors, and faculty, and student archival data from the three decades old program. The study demonstrates that while there are numerous tradeoffs and costs, internships embedded within a learning community create unique benefits not available to the more isolated individual internship model.
Introduction
The College of St Benedict and St. John's University's Washington D.C. Summer Study Program is an eight credit internship program based on a learning community model, and is currently run under the auspices of the Eugene J. McCarthy Center for Public Policy and Civic Engagement. Each student in the program works for the summer as an intern at a Congressional office, on a committee staff, in a government agency, in a nonprofit organization, or with a public affairs group. Students live together in apartment housing, and faculty moderators live close by. Two members of the CSB-SJU faculty conduct evening seminars, organize visits with congressional offices, and field trips to sites which enhance students understanding of government systems and policy issues, and do site visits at the beginning and end of the program.
The Washington DC Summer Study program is almost three decades old. It was run as a loose form of learning community long before such a concept became common usage in academia. The program is now on its third set of co-directors, and over the past two decades each subsequent set of directors have worked to reinforce the academic and career development value of the students' work experiences, to encourage a sense of community within these small groups, and to build a coherent set of goals and expectations for both students and faculty within the learning community.
Over time, therefore, the program's directors have consciously adapted it to both the learning community and experiential education paradigms. The co-directors of the program team teach the academic aspect of the course, sharing the development of course goals, organizational responsibilities, seminar planning, and grading. The program has developed a multidisciplinary approach, since students from several disciplines undertake the program. In the most recent cohort of students, Spanish, Peace Studies, and Economics majors joined their Political Science peers in Washington D.C. for the summers of 2007 and 2008 . In 2009 we had a Chemistry major participate in the program. In addition, the program encourages students to be conscious of how the theory that they learned in the classroom relates to their practical work experiences.
The learning goals of the program are stated clearly in the program's syllabus, which is provided to all the participants at a seminar at the beginning of the program. They include:
Thoughtful integration of field experiences with classroom study of U.S. national government; Ability to live and work independently and responsibly in an urban setting; Application of transferable skills to accomplish political tasks; Evaluation of a variety of career goals; Acceptance of career development responsibility.
These goals embrace aspects of both experiential education and learning community pedagogy, with an emphasis upon connecting political science theory and practice, civic engagement, and career development.
While the directors have become increasingly conscious of the learning community and experiential learning aspects of the program, we have until now have never consciously focused on the program's ability to increase civic engagement. Since the program is now run under the banner of the McCarthy Center for Public Policy and Civic Engagement, the directors have turned their attention to this important aspect of the program. Common sense would suggest that an internship in the nation's capital would build students' confidence in their knowledge of the political system as well as their trust in government and rates of participation in civic life but we had no empirical evidence.
Our research seeks to discover whether experiential education within the Washington D.C. Summer Study learning community has advantages for students in terms of increasing their civic engagement and confidence in their political knowledge. Did the students learn more about the political system within the learning community than they did in regular internships? Did they become more enthusiastic about public policy and politics and increase their sense that they can make change-that is, did their civic engagement increase-because of their internship experience? Did they have better career mentoring opportunities because their internship was contextualized within a learning community?
Literature Review Service Learning and Civic Engagement
There are various forms of "experiential education" defined by an extensive literature about the subject. Experiential education includes everything from lab experiences in the natural sciences to student-teaching, undergraduate research, clinical experiences, study abroad, and service learning, including internships.
The Association for Experiential Education defines experiential education as:
[A] philosophy and methodology in which educators purposefully engage with learners in direct experience and focused reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop skills and clarify values. (Association for Experiential Education 2007, 1) Experiential education paradigms are rooted in the educational philosophy of the nineteenth century theorist John Dewey, who developed an entire pedagogical framework upon the notion of "learning by doing" grounded in the notion that students must be presented with real world problems to solve. (Cross 1999, 20) Dewey argued that experience is central to a quality educational experience, and that experience "arouses curiosity, strengthens initiatives" and intensifies "desires and purposes" (Dewey 1966, 31) .
Far ahead of his time, most educators today accept the necessity of grounding complex abstractions in real-world examples. Researchers have discovered that when theoretical material "comes to life" students are more likely to learn the "nuts and bolts" content. (Freie 1997) Experiential learning fundamentally enhances student knowledge of the course material.
The other oft-cited theorist in the area of experiential education is David Kolb, who describes four stages of intellectual development:
1. Concrete Experience; 2. Reflective Observation; 3. Abstract Conceptualization; and 4. Active Experimentation .
(cited in Oates and Gaither 2001, 138) Kolb's theory starts with concrete experiences and moves to abstract conceptualization, an important (and perhaps a counter-intuitive) notion for those wishing to develop service learning experiences in an academic environment.
Along with greater intellectual development for the individual, experiential education provides support for the important goal of civic engagement -an objective especially important for departments of political science. (Colby 2007, 18) Researchers have found that students are more likely to become life-long active citizens if they have some experiential courses rather than only lecture-based courses. (Markus, King et al. 1993; Lindstrom, 2003) More recent studies have confirmed the importance of some form of experiential education in ensuring student civic engagement in political science courses (Oberbauer 2007) and have found that service learning projects increased students' political knowledge and fostered a sense of civic responsibility. (Hunter and Brisbin 2000; Dudley and Gitelson 2003; and Hunter and Brisbin 2003) The Washington D.C. Summer Study Program is clearly linked to the service learning mode of experiential education. Service learning is defined as:
[A] form of experiential education in which students engage in activities that address human and community needs [combined] with structured opportunities intentionally designed to promote student learning and development. (Jacoby quoted in (Oates and Gaither 2001, 135) Many researchers have found that service learning encourages civic engagement, providing a sense of connection to community and the American political system for students. While not all experiential education is politically focused, because many service-learning and internship projects take students into the wider community these projects are positive supports of civic engagement for many students. As the Bonner Foundation, one of the country's leading funders and organizers of civic education, notes: "Civic engagement begins with the decision to participate intentionally as a citizen in the democratic process, actively engaging in public policy and direct service." (Dahl, Hoy, and Meisel 2006, 3) The extent to which the D.C. Summer Study Program increases student interest in civic engagement is an important question for us as we continue our program assessment.
As Syvertsen, Flanagan, and Stout note, "[t]he power of civic education to elicit positive student outcomes has been empirically documented. However, the field is only now beginning to understand the causal processes that bring about these positive changes in young people." (2007, (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) 
Learning Communities and Civic Engagement
As a type of "cooperative learning," there are various forms of learning community that exist in the literature and in practice. Barbara Smith describes learning communities as "a deliberate restructuring of the curriculum to build a community of learners among students and faculty." (Smith and Hunter 1988, 46) Most of the literature stresses the goal of "increased interaction with faculty and fellow students." (Smith and MacGregor 2000, 18) For our purposes, however, the most useful definition is simply "a curricular form of collaborative learning." (Cross 1999, 18) Learning communities are seen to be of value because they address some of the most commonly cited problems in undergraduate education; overly large class sizes leading to student isolation, and lack of meaningful connection between classes. (Smith and MacGregor 2000, 19) Shapiro and Laufgraben 1999, 115) Learning communities allow students to engage more fully with the academic material in an intellectually more complex environment. (Gabelnick 1990, 65) With the addition of a service-learning component, a learning community becomes an integrated process "in which the learner constructs knowledge, skills, and values from direct experience. (Oates and Gaither 2001, 139) The literature also points to benefits for students' career development, which is enhanced by learning community programs because they "contribute to the development of connections beyond the college, and help prepare students for the challenge of leadership." (Matthews 1994, 180) The literature surrounding the systematic assessment of learning communities and 2) Six questions adapted from the National Election Study survey instrument regarding political efficacy and trust;
3) The Bonner civic engagement questionnaire. This survey instrument was 
Analysis: Increasing Civic Engagement and Political Knowledge
Part of the problem with measuring civic engagement was a bias in our sample. The
Washington D.C. Program has traditionally attracted junior political science majors who were ready to spend an entire summer interning around the Hill, which meant that our students were already highly civically engaged. Several students interviewed for the study, however, indicated that being on the program increased their civic engagement, and one or two even pointed that their experience had increased the civic engagement of their family and friends. The students' correspondence from Washington D.C. with their peers, as well as with family members, increased the awareness of the legislative process and of particular policy alternatives.
Most of the students quickly caught "Potomac Fever." The CSB-SJU campus is rural, and most students' come from a typical Midwestern suburban home life. The experience of living in a global urban environment causes some degree of culture shock.
"The actual experience of living [in D.C.] was as beneficial as working there, if not more. Whether it was cultural or social, there were so many things to do! I learned a lot about U. S. history… from visiting monuments and museums [CS02].
Most of the students also became addicted to the culture and the political discourse that pervades the District. They begin to identify with a policy issue, transforming themselves into policy wonks overnight. One student commented that, although she was a committed Democrat, after living in D.C. she "would rather talk with a smart Republican who knew something about policy than a stupid Democrat who didn't!" Students on the program are quick to differentiate themselves from "tourists" and resist carrying maps or guidebooks, and are surprisingly apt to become antagonistic to those tourists who stand on the left when riding on escalators.
The other aspect of civic engagement was whether students feel knowledgeable about, and whether they feel they can act effectively within, the political system. Certainly the students who have taken part in the program tend to feel that they are more knowledgeable about U.S. politics than students who have not taken part in the program.
As Table I shows, the vast majority of D.C. Program alumnae, 76%, felt that they had "a lot"
or "a great deal" of knowledge about the U.S. Political System. Only 16.1% of the wider sample of CSB-SJU students who had not participated in the program felt the same. In the pre-test of students who have been accepted to the program in 2010, not one student claimed that they knew "a great deal" although two thirds thought they knew "more than average" or "a lot." While this appears impressive on first glance, our sample sizes are remarkably small, and thus any firm conclusions are impossible.
Qualitative research on program outcomes, however, does support the idea that students feel more politically knowledgeable. In the qualitative interviews with program alumnae, students reported that their political knowledge became more nuanced after their summer in D.C.; that they understood the political system in a wider context: Almost all of the students provided similar statements regarding the value of their experience for their knowledge of the political system. Of course, these are self-reported estimations of their political knowledge, and are thus a better measure of their confidence in their own political efficacy, rather than an empirical measure of academic and intellectual growth. As we move forward with the 2010 program, we are attempting to use other assessment instruments so that we have an empirical measure of gains in civic knowledge.
Our previous assessment of the program showed that students were well aware of the academic value of their internships. In this series of evaluations, students similarly Many of the students commented that they had used their experiences as a focus for their senior thesis.
The survey results indicated that other civic engagement indicators were also strong. Students who have interned on the D.C. Program are more likely to feel that they have an influence on government. As Table II The results shown in Table III reinforce the impression that D.C. Program graduates have a higher degree of trust in the U.S. political system and a high degree of political knowledge and political efficacy than their fellow students who had not spent a summer in the nation's capital. Encouragingly, these students were more likely to believe that "the people have the final say about how the country is run, no matter who is in office." Almost 43% of D.C. students agreed or somewhat agreed with this statement, while only 14% of the other students felt this empowered. Students who had spent the summer in Washington D.C. were thus less cynical about government power than their peerscertainly a hopeful sign. The qualitative data supports this view of the D.C. alumni as less cynical. Interviews with students after the program indicated that the students who had worked for interest groups had a far more positive view of those organizations than they had originally, and saw them as organizations through which citizens could influence policy.
It definitely helped me in understanding the lobbying industry in America and their critical role in sustaining the American democracy. Primary research and work in this area leads one to a very different, more optimistic reading of advocacy and interest groups in the United States. [09DC8] I learned a great deal, especially about unions, and the experience changed the way I view certain important issues. [09DC14]
The learning community enhanced these positive impressions of mediating institutions, since students could share their experiences within these institutions and their role in the political system.
Students who had completed the program were also more likely to disagree or somewhat disagree with the statement that, "in this country, a few have all the political power, and the rest of us are not given any say about how the government runs things." Table IV shows that while 67% of program alumni disagreed with this statement, only 58% of the students who had not completed an internship disagreed. Despite this clear improvement in civic trust, it is difficult to give credit entirely to the D.C.
Program. These are all very small sample sizes, and a simple consideration of motives might indicate that a student would not go to Washington D.C. to work as an intern if he or she did not believe that there was some chance of entering those halls of power.
Furthermore, student responses to other questions which attempt to measure the strength of civic trust and sense of efficacy showed almost no difference between graduates of the program and other CSB-SJU students. When asked if they thought they could trust the government, 57% of DC alumni responded that they could "most of the time" compared with 56% of other students in the sample, while 5% of each group thought they could trust the government "just about always." Thus there is almost no difference between our two subsets of CSB-SJU students, although both of these scores compare surprisingly well to respondents in the 2004 National Election Study, only 46% of whom felt they could trust their government "most of the time." Either our students are displaying the high degree of social capital and civic engagement in Minnesota, or, as the old saw goes, they're not angry because they're not paying close enough attention.
Student responses to the program do indicate that the program helps students investigate career paths which will allow them to remain engaged in politics and policy.
Alumni of the program understand that a wide variety of careers in Washington D.C. are accessible to them.
[ As a measure of political efficacy, the seeking of a career in public service is a very good one. While students who chose to do the program may in fact be more inclined to a career in public service before they start the application process, there is no doubt that these are also enabled by the program in many ways.
Almost universally, students recognized the importance of networking for their future careers and the value of the seminars which were organized by the directors of the program for their networking. Several comments illustrate the value of these alumni networks for CSB-SJU graduates of the program:
In The connection to Washington D.C. and the political system as a whole lasts long after students have returned to campus. One 2007 alumnae interviewed for this survey claimed:
The program gave me direct engagement with the U.S. Political System … To me, the U.S. Political System is not a distant establishment. I know that I can be a part of it and relate to it no matter where I am working. [07DC1]
Indeed, the strength of this engagement is evident when we consider the subsequent 
Conclusions
This second attempt at evaluating the Washington D.C. Summer Study learning community provides us with several important insights, even if most of them are not statistically significant. The learning community aspect of the program remains an important means of providing academic and mentorship benefits over regular internships, and ensuring an increasing level of civic engagement. The learning community model was nearly universally endorsed by students as personally and professional supportive. For many CSB-SJU students, this is their first experience living and working away from home in a large metropolitan area so the group aspect was even more important.
While these initial results indicate that the D.C. Program does indeed encourage civic engagement, expanding our sample is a priority as we move forward. The pre-and post-test that we have most recently developed is the clearest means of achieving this end.
The pre-test has already been put into the field, and the program will begin using the posttest for the summer of 2010. We hope to implement both pre-and post-tests for students doing singular internships separate from the D.C. program. Not only do we look forward to comparing these two distinct groups of students, we will also contrast these two groups with the national data provided by the University of Maryland's CIRCLE.
Another important step is to determine whether the students' self-reported increase in political knowledge is real. Starting in 2010, students on the program will be given a pre- 
